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​Anderson wasn’t much for using his title. Even after all the years, all the missions, all the combat, he still just wanted people to call him Anderson. He drew the line at Andy. But never “Admiral Marks.” He just felt that he was too young to be an admiral. Despite the fact that, at 36, he was the oldest officer in the Service.




Hell, he was forced to admit it. If it wasn’t for him, there wouldn’t even be a Service. When the Ataxica started hitting Earth and her outposts, wiping out the adults somehow, it fell to the younger generation to pick up the pieces. Soon, the whole of human society was being run by kids who had only learned to shave a few weeks earlier.




Anderson had been one of those. He was only sixteen at the time, but had already been hailed as one of the smartest people in the colonies. He was a wunderkind, a prodigy. At sixteen he had already completed two doctoral programs and was being shipped around the colonies as a consultant on next-generation technology. He was on one of the capital worlds when the Ataxica arrived and tore through the human population. He was a kid, swallowed in a world of chaos. But because he was smart, and because he was in the right place, he was

among the first to start picking up the pieces. He directed a group of children in repairing the shattered starships that were left behind. He led an army of youth in combat against the Ataxica that were occupying the colony. He managed to get them all off-world. He helped them build a new civilization. It was all he could do to convince them that he didn’t want to be President.




That was twenty years ago. He was no longer the young Ralph, wielding a conch shell of technology. Now he was the “old man.” And the old man had a mystery to solve.




One of the Service fleet ships had picked something up on their way back to the Spire.




Anderson entered the lab through a triple-shielded airlock, and was immediately impressed. The room was completely silent. In fact, the silence was so thorough and complete as to include blocking all broadcast signals, across every known spectrum. The only sounds were those made by the humans in the room. And the humans were watching the “Tin Man” intently.




It was Anderson who called him Tin Man. A humanoid figure made of metal—what else would he call him? Some of the younger personnel didn’t get the joke, but then most of them had learned to read from technical manuals and tactical guides. Literature hadn’t been completely lost—just mostly ignored. Anderson felt a pang of guilt at not having insisted that people read more literature. Maybe he should make a rule for his officers. Start a trickle-down effect.

For the moment, though, he had to concentrate on the Tin Man. “How’s it going?” he asked Becker, the lead scientist aboard the Spire. “Things are getting interesting,” Becker said, with just the hint of a smile.

“Again? I kind of thought it was interesting when we found a man made of metal floating around in space.” “Oh, it was,” Becker said, looking at Anderson with what passed for excitement on his face. Becker was too

 

serious in Anderson’s opinion. But he was brilliant—maybe even smarter than Anderson himself—and almost

half his age to boot. Ouch. “But now we’re starting to get some feedback from him.”




“What are we seeing?’




Becker motioned him toward a table where several stacks of paper (paper!) were being held down by the portable computers that were currently forbidden from use in the lab. He pulled out the top sheet and showed it to Anderson.




“We’re using inductive current to charge him up,” Becker said. “Since we couldn’t find any obvious power ports, we thought that might be how he got his juice. We were tipped off when our scanners started triggering reactions in what we eventually discovered was his power cell.”




“I’m surprised. I would think he’d have some sort of long-term power source. Having a battery means he wasn’t meant for long-term use.”




“Exactly what we thought. But he’s sophisticated in ways we’ve never even heard of. Check this out,” Becker said, pointing at one set of scribbles on the paper. “As soon as his power levels started going up he began actively receiving broadcasts. He hasn’t really been transmitting—just a blip here and there. But we took the precaution of closing him off from all signals anyway. We wanted you to look at our data before we started any attempt to communicate.”




Anderson looked at the data they had painstakingly scribbled on the paper. The handwriting was blocky, resembling an onscreen font. Everyone in the room, other than Anderson, had learned reading and writing on a screen. Paper was rare, and a familiarity with computers was mandatory for survival. So most of the remainder of humanity had never set pen to paper before. Becker and the others were duplicating the only form of writing they knew. It must have been painful.




The data was intriguing.




“So, he’s actually picking up every broadcast signal at once? What is he doing with all of that data?”




“Translating it. Storing it. We’re not entirely sure. We’re down to visual observations at this point, because he was responding to the data stream from our scanners. Before we cut the signals in here we determined that he’s using some sort of quantum-state memory. His capacity is potentially limitless.”




That got Anderson’s attention. One problem they faced in daily life was storage. The state of technology had been advanced enough before the fall that data moved continuously from computer to computer, and was essentially stored in a virtual hard drive the size of the colonies. Advances were being made to improve how data was stored, but these were lost when the Ataxica decimated humanity. As Anderson and the others struggled to rebuild, they were continuously running into the problem of space. Unlimited data storage would come in extremely handy.




What other tricks might they learn from their new guest? There was only way to find out. “We need to wake him up,” Anderson said.

Becker nodded. “I think so, too. The risk, of course, is that if he starts transmitting instead of just receiving he could bring a lot of hell down on us. We have no idea what he is or where he came from, but we do know that whoever built him has a level of technology well beyond ours.”




Anderson had to agree. “Still,” he said, “the potential benefits may outweigh the risks. We won’t know more until

... well ... until we know more. You have him sealed off in here, right? No signals can get in or out?”




“We’ve blocked every known form of broadcast,” Becker said. The message was clear. There could be signals that were beyond their ability to monitor or measure.

 

“If he can communicate in some spectrum we’re not familiar with, he’s probably already doing it. I think we’re safe in opening up a few channels. Keep it confined to this room. And keep me apprised of your progress.”




“Yes, sir,” Becker said.
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​The alert came as Anderson was stepping out of the shower. It always came when Anderson was stepping out of the shower.


He wrapped a towel around his waist and rushed to the vidcom. “Report!”


His first officer, Cristina, came onscreen. She immediately averted her eyes. “Sir, we’ve got incoming Ataxica.

One of their ships is leaking plasma all over the quadrant. Their current trajectory will put them very close to the

Spire.”


“Dirty bomb,” Anderson said. When Cristina gave him a quizzical look he shook his head, “Never mind. Get

the shields charged and firing. Full pulse. We have enough juice to sustain them for ...” he calculated in his head,

“forty-five minutes. Get every available fleet ship here and on full alert.”


“Aye, sir,” she said. The screen went black and Anderson rushed to pull on his clothes. Luckily the one-piece uniform they had adopted took virtually no time to put on. Unfortunately he’d have to go commando. How humiliating.


Anderson stepped out of the lift and practically leaped into the command chair. He fired up the armrest console. Two ships, one with a stream of plasma trailing it like a comet, were approaching at a slow but steady pace. Four fleet ships were moving to intercept.


Service ships were tough, but the scarcity of materials gave humanity a slight disadvantage. The Ataxica tended to cobble together near-indestructible hunks of metal from anything they could scavenge. And since they occupied the majority of former human colonies, they had loads of material to draw from. The two ships approaching had chunks of skyscrapers and bridges attached to their hulls. A gridwork of alloys added a bit of extra protection

to the hulls of the vessels, and was boosted further by the shield generators that were ripped from city defense systems. Ataxica ships were ugly as hell, but tougher than the devil’s backside.


“Status?” Anderson asked.


“Shields are firing at full pulse. We have enough juice to keep us going for a while,” Cristina reported. “We have four ships close enough to repsond.”


“Four ships can take ‘em,” Anderson said, not entirely convinced. “What’s the word on backup?” “Eight ships are nearby, but it will take a while to get here.”

“How did these two get here without being spotted sooner?”

Cristina shook her head. “We’re not sure. One second the screens were blank, the next we were on full alert.” Not good. If the Ataxica had a way to block their sensors then humanity had just lost one of the few advantages

it had left. But he’d have to worry about that later. On his display, the six ships had just introduced themselves to

each other.

 

A volley of missiles launched from one of the Ataxica vessels. The second ship, the plasma-leaking vessel,

pulled forward and a crackle of energy on its hull threw arcs of blue and white into the darkness of space. It was

infinitely far away, relative to Anderson, but he
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